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To the ingenuity of the Indiana farmers, their barn builders, and architects

“Generally speaking,
our farms are utterly devoid of
anything like artistic features.
There being no indication of
original thought or beauty,
much less actual practical utility.”

— Benton Steele
Father of “The Ideal Circular Barn”
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FOREWORD
Round barns are a phenomenon that appeared only briefly in the continuing story of rural America. Today they

dot modern rural landscapes, survivors of a different agriculture and evidence of a time when agrarians were
the rule rather than the exception. Not merely architectural oddities, they are, in truth, symbols of another
generation’s innovation and ingenuity. To understand this and thus their importance is to begin to understand
the story of farming in America.

Before the appearance of the Europeans, the Native Americans were the first agrarians, disturbing little of

the landscape but considering it to be the source of provender, joy, and natural wonder that spiritually guided
their behavior. The seventeenth century brought a new kind of human habitation to this land, one that knew

little about harvesting the bounty of nature and saw it only as a rather unreliable source of food and fiber necessary for daily existence. However, as new immigrants by the thousands and then by the millions flooded this

expanding nation, the era of living off the natural bounty of the land ended, and the soil became a resource to
be cultivated and harvested. The American farmer came into being.

If such were possible, it would be thrilling to observe, in time-lapse photography, the change from the

first rude farms of those new settlers in the early 1800s to the larger productive farms of a few decades later
with their great farmhouses, their huge pin-frame barns teeming with improved livestock, and their verdant
fields of corn, wheat, hay, and pasture. The industrial revolution brought these farmers tools to work the
land productively and profitably. John Deere invented the steel moldboard plow in 1837. Cyrus McCormick

presented his reaper in 1834. Barbed wire allowed farmers to fence the treeless prairies. Following the Civil
War, the steam engine became a powerful source of motive and stationary power. In 1892, Froelich built
the first successful gasoline traction engine. Within the next few decades, the United States Patent Office

was literally inundated with applications for patents for grain separators; corn planters; wheat drills; horsedrawn tillage, planting, and harvesting implements; cook stoves; wagons; cream separators; and thousands of

xi

needed and unnecessary items designed to improve the lot of rural America. That truly was the Golden Age
of American agriculture.

The dawn of the twentieth century saw rural America at the pinnacle of its glory. Better roads, increased

services in the thousands of small villages, and then the addition of telephones and electricity in the 1930s
through the Rural Electric Cooperatives moved the farm from a position of subsistence farming to commercial

production. Fortunes were made and lost by those who embraced the new technology. Markets developed for

the abundant produce. Rural society flourished. Churches, schools, business, and industry were established to
support the half of the American population that tilled the soil. It was a robust time out there on the farm.

The present has not, however, dealt very kindly with the relics of those wonderful times. The traditional-sized

farms are now too small. Great farmsteads now stand empty, moldering symbols of change. Small towns exist
only as bedroom havens for people who work elsewhere. The institutions that once were necessary to rural life
now have little to sustain them.

Not for a moment would I suggest that we abandon all the advancements that we have made. Such a

thought would be heretical in the face of the obligations of the agricultural profession to the United States and

to the world. On the other hand, to embrace the new and all its advantages, and dismiss, without a thought,
the lives, the machines, and the institutions of the past that all contributed to the present is a tragic mistake.

The remembrance of the people and their customs as well as the preservation of the machines, the farmsteads,
and the communities is vital to our appreciation of the progress made through centuries of dedicated effort.

Round barns are a symbol of pride in the farm and the soil that sustains it. They are monuments to the rev-

erence of the builders and to the profession of the owners. Precious few of these barns remain to remind us that
we are not the first, nor the last, to love and respect the land. Those people and things that have gone before

us are essential — all of them — to an understanding of the present. Round barns, and all that they stand
for, must be remembered and preserved.

xii

— Maurice L. Williamson

PREFACE
New Year’s Day, 1985, was a typical winter day in Indiana — cold, wet, and overcast — but the roads were clear.

Days like this are wonderful because of the solitude, and in my opinion, these days are the best times to take
photographs. On this particular day, a photo excursion took me to Jackson County in southern Indiana. Heading

over a small rise on a country road, a beautiful white round barn came into view. I stopped, photographed it,

and proceeded down the road. After one or two turns, another round barn as beautiful as the first came into
view. As I photographed it, it occurred to me that these barns would make an interesting photographic subject.

At that moment in time I decided to photograph all the round barns in Indiana. Little did I know that I would
eventually turn up 226 circular barns and that this project would take eight years, with the culmination of the
publication of A Round Indiana by Purdue University Press in 1993.

Let us fast forward twenty-five years to October 2018. This time around, I was driving my old 2006 BMW

from Severna Park, Maryland, to Mazomanie, Wisconsin, to deliver the car to one of my daughters. Taking a
northerly route through Indiana, I decided to swing by Shipshewana, known for its large Amish population.

Shipshewana also has a wonderful twelve-sided barn locally known as the Brown Swiss Dairy barn located just
west of town. As I drove by the barn, I noticed numerous Amish horse-drawn buggies passing by the barn.

A perfect photo-op! I got out of my car, set up my Nikon D800 camera on a tripod, and waited for one of the
buggies to pass by the barn. Sure enough, and after a few tries, I captured the shot I was waiting for. The photo
shown on the following page is the one that I captured.

When I started this project back in 1985, I was thirty-four years old. Now that I am sixty-eight years old

and mostly retired, what is a man to do? I thought maybe it’s time to do an update on my 1985–1988 Indiana

Round Barn Survey with the goal of coming out with a second edition of my book, A Round Indiana. So, in
early 2019 I contacted Justin Race, director of Purdue University Press, and inquired if the Press would have

an interest in preparing a second edition of A Round Indiana. A few weeks went by and sure enough, the Press
decided to give it another try.

xiii

Menno S. Yoder’s 1908 Brown Swiss Dairy Twelve-Sided Barn, Shipshewana, Indiana. Photo: JTH-2018.

Without the Internet back in 1985, locating all of Indiana’s round barns proved to be a formidable task. Contacting

the Indiana State Library in Indianapolis seemed to be a logical first step. Luckily, one of the staff in the Indiana
Room directed me to a list describing the locations of 154 round barns. Compiled from 1968 to 1971 by the late Gene
Worl of Hagerstown, Indiana, this list gave me an excellent base from which to work. During my free time, I visited

each barn site, but I was dismayed at the number of barns that were no longer standing. Eventually, I discovered that
of the 154 barns originally described by Worl, only a hundred or so were left—  a loss of 40 percent over 16 years! It

struck me that Indiana would lose a valuable part of its heritage forever unless someone documented these barns.

In 1985 and 1986 I had only been photographing the barns. With this new incentive, I initiated the Indiana

Round Barn Survey in order to trace the history of each barn. I plotted the location of each barn on county maps

and attempted to contact all current owners and relatives of the original owners. I contacted county historical

societies and agricultural extension agents and wrote letters to the editors of Indiana newspapers. Response was
mixed. Results were varied and often fruitless.

One of my major goals was (and still is today) to obtain a representative photograph of each barn. This was espe-

cially difficult for the barns that no longer existed. I contacted Gene Worl’s wife, Evelyn, and one of his friends, Robert

Peirce. Both helped me greatly by loaning out notes and photographs that Worl had collected over the years. Many
of the photographs shown in this book’s “Catalog of Indiana’s Round Barns” are from Worl’s assemblage of photos.

One of my leads during the 1980s put me in touch with George Gould, a retired Purdue University ento-

mology professor and longtime round barn and covered bridge enthusiast. Gould’s interest in round barns

dated back to the 1950s, so he proved to be a valuable source of information. He generously lent me his notes,
information about barn locations, photographs, and assistance. Later, I found out that he had collaborated with

Worl in the late 1960s and that he had written an article on round barns that appeared in Outdoor Indiana, a
magazine published by the Indiana Department of Natural Resources. 1

As my research continued, I started adding barns to Worl’s list. Gould added about ten, Bob Peirce added

two, and three other round barn enthusiasts  —  Eugene Sulecki of Rochester, New York; Larry Jost of St. Louis,

Missouri; and Sarah De St. Jean of Greenbriar, Tennessee — added a few more. Many additional barns were

found by asking current round barn owners and relatives of original owners if they knew of any others. When

asked, often they would recall, “There used to be a round barn located a few miles down the road,” or “So and
so used to have a round barn.” Many provided me with valuable leads.
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Published research on America’s round barns was scarce; however, Wilson L. Wells’ Barns in the U.S.A. and

Lowell Soike’s excellent book Without Right Angles: The Round Barns of Iowa were most helpful to me. 2 Wells’
book provided me with some valuable historical information on about sixty round barns in Indiana. Soike’s book
is a comprehensive study on Iowa’s round barns that I heartily recommend for those wishing to learn more about

the construction, builders, and history of these barns. Without Right Angles introduced me to Benton Steele, the

prolific round barn builder from Pendleton, Indiana, who came to dominate my study, and put me on the track
of valuable old agricultural newspapers and photo sources.

After visiting all of the barn sites, researching many agricultural newspapers, and conducting many telephone

interviews, I had compiled enough information to write a book. I purchased a computer and a word processing
program and started the long process of organizing and writing my manuscript. What followed were the fruits of

my efforts—the publication of A Round Indiana: Round Barns in the Hoosier State by Purdue University Press, 1993.
My goals for the 2019 Round Barn Survey were basically the same as they were back in the 1980s when I

was conducting my initial research. Prepare an updated database, determine how many barns are still standing,
obtain new photos of those, and if gone, investigate when and how the barns were destroyed. I wanted to deter-

mine if there were any other round barns that I missed the first time around and if there was any new material
or information on the builders. I also wanted to know if there were any other round barn enthusiasts like Gene
Worls or George Goulds out there. Other questions that I wanted to answer included: Does Indiana still have

more pre-1950 round barns built in the country than any other state? Is Fulton County still the round barn
capital of the world? Are there are any new builds of round barns?

Lucky for me, the digital age has somewhat made it easier to see who and what is out there. Sure enough,

I discovered a number of round barn enthusiasts, including but not limited to the prolific Dale J. Travis, Jr.,

Shirley Willard, former Fulton County (IN) historian, the Facebook pages Round Barns of the US, Round Barns

of America, and Round Barns and other interesting buildings, as well as various barn societies. Of these, Dale Travis
is by far the most inexhaustible round barn enthusiast. He has researched all of the United States and Canadian

provinces and has compiled comprehensive lists of round barns, round churches, and circular buildings that are
downloadable from www.dalejtravis.com.

The Dale Travis research was mostly compiled between 1995 and 2018, so it was a little out of date; however,

his database for Indiana was especially helpful in documenting when a barn may have gone extant since my
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last research (1992) and in identifying ten or so Indiana barns that I had missed during my survey undertaken
in the 1980s.

What surprised me during my new research was that there was very little new material on the builders Isaac

and Emery McNamee, Benton Steele, Horace Duncan, and Frank Detraz. It is somewhat apparent that the
round barn enthusiasts have not combed the various old agricultural newspapers for the period 1870 to 1950;

however, they have done an excellent job of documenting the remaining barns. Thus, it makes me feel good
that the research that Lowell Soike and I did back in the 1970s and 1980s was fairly complete and timely, and

that if it had not been done, much of the information presented in Soike’s Without Right Angles and my A Round
Indiana book would have been lost for the ages. 3

During my 2019 research, an explosion of information also came from the ability to conduct Internet

Cover of A Round Indiana: Round Barns in the
Hoosier State, Purdue University Press, 1993.

keyword newspaper searches. The two search engines I used the most were www.newspapers.com and

www.newspaperarchive.com, 4 both of which I ended up subscribing to. These two sites allowed me to discover

another twenty or so Indiana round barns that had been missed before, but more importantly, the search engines
allowed me to discover more accurate construction dates, additional information on the five Indiana round barn

builders described above, and original owners of specific Indiana barns. The keyword searches also allowed me
to discover another individual (James Sears) who worked with the builders and helped promote the “cylindrical,”
the “cyclone-proof,” and “cyclone-defying” barns across the nation.

In particular, the information I discovered from the newspaper searches on the round barn builders changed

my view of who the real father of the modern true-circular barn is. In my 1993 book I named Benton Steele the

“Father” of Indiana’s round barns; however, I have demoted his status, but not entirely. With better information

available to me, I have named Isaac S. McNamee as the “Father of the Modern True-Circular Barn,” with good
reason — an article that appeared in a 1903 Indiana newspaper names him the “father of the circular barn idea.”5

Another article, printed three years earlier, strengthens this claim, noting, “The head carpenter, Mr. McNamee,
has introduced some original ideas, one being the drainage system and another the self supporting roof.” 6

Without further ado, I have given all of the original round barn builders their proper credit, where credit is

due. In the “Ideal Circular Barn” chapter of this book, I added a subchapter called “Founders of the ‘Modern’
True-Circular Barn — A Synopsis” Here I give Isaac McNamee and his son, Emery, Benton Steele, Frank

Detraz, and Horace Duncan their proper accolades. And I added James Sears to the list. While not truly a
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round barn builder, it was his barn, built by the McNamees and Steele in 1902, whose construction was advertised across the nation in 1903–1904 that spread the word and created tremendous interest in the circular barn

concept, culminating in many circular barns being constructed in numerous states. As for Benton Steele, he is
the “Father of the Ideal Circular Barn,” and still a great man and entrepreneur.

All told, my findings indicate that at least 266 round (true-circular and multi-sided) barns were built in

Indiana prior to 1950, and that only 71 of these original barns were still standing as of July 1, 2020. There is
renewed interest in saving these barns by various owners, historical barn societies, and various Indiana county

governments. I also documented 13 “new build” or “new construction” round barns or other outbuildings that
were built after 1950 and one vintage Illinois round barn that was moved to Indiana in 1989.

What follows here are the fruits of my efforts, which I continue to dedicate to the ingenuity of the Indiana

farmer.
xviii
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